
 

AUDUBON ROCKIES: EXPLORE THE SAGEBRUSH ECOSYSTEM  
Our nationally-recognized educators have created a variety of fun and free  
resources to bring the plants and wildlife of the sagebrush ecosystem to you!    
 

About the Sagebrush Ecosystem and Sagebrush Plants 
 
Found in 11 western states and 2 Canadian provinces, this rugged and beautiful ecosystem is 
home to more than 350 wildlife species!  It is the largest ecosystem in the United States.   

 
The ecosystem is named after the sagebrush plant. Found across 
this area, this hardy family of shrubs can live up to 150 years. 
Because they live in an arid environment, they have a large taproot 
that absorbs water deep underground, as much as 13 feet. Shallow 
roots that spread out near the surface allow them to capture water 
from brief rainfalls. Their leaves end in three points, and when 
crushed have a unique aroma. 
 
Sagebrush plants grow about 3-6 feet tall.  They provide food, water, 

and shelter for a wide range of wildlife that are found nowhere else in the world.  The leaves, fruit 
and seeds of sagebrush are important sources of food for pygmy rabbits, mule deer, pronghorn, 
and birds like Greater Sage-Grouse and Gray Vireos! 
 
Native Americans used the leaves of sagebrush to prevent infection of wounds, reduce bleeding, 
and even to treat headaches and athlete’s foot!  You can use different parts of the plant to make 
tea.  This silvery gray-green bush is such an important part of the West, that it was named the 
official state flower of Nevada in 1917.  

 
We hope you enjoy the following Web of Life Flashcards, designed to encourage learning about 
plants and wildlife that call the sagebrush ecosystem home. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Visit http://rockies.audubon.org/naturalist/resources for more free activities,  
lesson plans, and toolkits for connecting youth to the sagebrush ecosystem! 

Sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata 
spiciformis). Photo by Matt Lavin/Flickr 

 



 

 
Web of Life: Sagebrush 

 
Grade Level: K-up          
Subject Areas: Science, Environmental Education, Math 
Materials: Habitat cards, yarn, web of life poster 
 
Objectives: In this activity, children will learn about food webs, discovering the many ways that plants 
and animals of an ecosystem are connected. 
 
Key topics: 
 

• A food chain is a simplified way of showing energy relationships between plants and animals in 
an ecosystem.  For example, a food chain of sun > plant seed > mouse > owl shows that a plant 
seed that grows from the sun’s energy is eaten by a mouse, which in turn is eaten by an owl. 
However, in reality it is rare for an animal to eat only one type of food.  
 

• A food web represents the interaction of many food chains in an ecosystem.  
 

Introduction: Invite children to think about the food web of the sagebrush ecosystem. Ask: 
 

1. What plants and animals might you find in a healthy sagebrush ecosystem? (Be sure to include mammals,     
insects, birds, reptiles, and plants).  
 
2. What might happen to the sagebrush ecosystem if we remove an item from this list?  
 
3. What might happen if humans are introduced to this ecosystem? 

 
Doing the activity:  
 

1. Hand each student one card from the sagebrush ecosystem habitat cards. Hint: If you need more cards, 
pull from the prairie habitat cards or local habitat type. 

2. Allow time for student to read the card then ask students to stand in a circle. 
3. Each student introduces him/herself and their role in the ecosystem (I am a sage sparrow, I eat…). 
4. Using yarn, let students know that you are going to create a web of life. Starting with the “sun” have 

that student think about who uses the suns energy. The student will hold on to one and pass the yarn 
ball to a student who uses its energy. That student might be “sagebrush” and then that student will 
decide who might use or create energy for another plant or animal. Each time the student will keep hold 
of one end of the yarn before passing it on. 

5. After each animal and plant has been used at least once you can stop.  
6. You should have a large web created by the yarn. Ask students what they created. What happens if you 

remove one piece of the web?  
 
Extensions: 
 

1. Have student do online research on their plant or animal. 
 

2. Have students use habitat cards to choose one habitat to study and create a poster either alone or in 
groups. 












